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A Blast from the Past


“Keep your eyes open, guys,” Bess Marvin said, peering out of the window of Nancy Drew’s Mustang. “It’s here on the left . . . at least, I think it is.”


The three friends—Nancy, Bess, and Bess’s cousin George Fayne—cruised slowly in the spring warmth along a leafy River Heights side street lined with small, older houses. “It’s a cute little shingled house, painted robin’s-egg blue,” Bess recalled. “And there’s a wooden sign hanging on a post out front—”


George piped up from the backseat. “Is that it, on the next block?”


Bess leaned forward, shading her eyes. “Yes!” she said happily. “The Telltale Heart!”


Nancy drove toward the sign Bess pointed to. She heard George chuckle behind her. “The Telltale Heart? Like the Edgar Allan Poe story we read in high school? That was pretty gruesome, I remember. What does this store sell—poison, daggers, and manacles?”


“No, I already told you,” Bess said. “It’s a vintage-clothing boutique.”


“You mean like a thrift store?” George said.


Bess rolled her eyes. “No, George. A thrift store just sells worn-out clothes that are out of style. These are vintage clothes—beautifully preserved treasures from another era.”


“Seems to me the main difference is the price tag,” George teased her cousin. “There’s nothing thrifty about buying vintage clothes.”


Bess sniffed. “Wait till you see this place, George. Then you’ll change your attitude.”


Nancy pulled the Mustang to the curb in front of a tidy blue bungalow. Racks of women’s clothing were set out on the wide front porch, and straw hats dangled from the curlicued wooden porch trim. In one front window, bright Hawaiian shirts and bowling shirts were pinned at rakish angles. In another hung a bouffant powder-pink prom dress.


“I may not be a shopaholic like you, Bess,” Nancy said as she climbed out of the car, “but I have to admit, this place does look like fun.”


Bess bounded up the porch steps ahead of her friends. “You bet. And the great thing is, they’re always getting in new stuff. Who knows what new treasures have arrived since I was here last week?”


Nancy and George stopped on the porch to admire a bunch of old-fashioned lace petticoats and camisoles on a rolling rack. Bess had already disappeared inside the cottage. Following her, Nancy and George entered a cozy warren of little rooms, each one cluttered with castoffs from a different era. George wandered into a sunny side room, originally the dining room, now full of 1960s clothes. Hidden speakers softly played folk rock to set the mood. “Wow, flowered hip-hugger bell-bottoms!” George said to Nancy. “And look at this Day-Glo yellow minidress. It would go great with those shiny white boots.”


“Those were called go-go boots,” a long-haired young woman spoke up from the hallway. She patted the mohair serape she was arranging on an old department-store mannequin. “They were the groovy thing to wear to go-go clubs—that’s what some people called discos in the sixties.”


Nancy drifted back to the front room, where the music was a restful piano sonata. Though Nancy reminded herself that she wasn’t going to buy anything, she had to admit that the Telltale Heart was a cool place to hang out. She joined Bess, who was leaning intently over a display case full of filigree jewelry. “Some of these pieces date back to Victorian times. They’re real antiques,” Bess said.


“That big pin with the milky white stone is pretty,” Nancy said, peeking over her friend’s shoulder.


“That’s a brooch, not a pin,” Bess said. “And I think the gem is a moonstone. Right, Ada?”


The long-haired woman—apparently the store owner—strolled over to them. “Right, Bess. Moonstones were very popular with the Victorians. So were cameos, but I don’t have any good cameos right now. Maybe I’ll get some in soon. It’s always worth checking back.”


Nancy smiled, noting that Ada already knew Bess’s name. She can tell a good customer when she sees one, she thought to herself.


Nancy wandered toward the back of the little house, brushing her hand over all the different fabrics as she passed: soft furs, muted velvets, slick satins, crisp taffetas, filmy gauzes. She followed the melancholy crooning of an old Frank Sinatra song into a small nook with dark wallpaper and wood-slat blinds. Sunlight fell on the faded carpet in narrow stripes, a lighting effect like something from an old black-and-white movie. The music came from a black vinyl LP spinning on a turntable in one corner. Clothes from the 1940s and 1950s hung from Art Deco wall sconces.


Nancy sang under her breath along with the old record as she browsed among the clothes. She was intrigued by a worn leather bomber jacket with authentic battle patches on its sleeves. From the high price tag, Nancy guessed it might be a genuine relic of World War II. She fingered the scarred leather, imagining the grim scenes the wearer of the jacket had witnessed. Beside it hung a navy and white polka-dot dress with padded shoulders and a long draped skirt—just what the pilot’s girlfriend might have worn to welcome him home.


This is as good as a museum, Nancy thought as she worked her way down the rack. Each dress, blouse, shirt, and jacket seemed to have its own history. She stopped thinking of them as things to wear and saw them as windows into the past. The boxy cut of the clothes, the stout fabrics, the muted colors, all spoke of another time and place.


Then Nancy’s eye fell on a flash of soft blue satin, wedged between nubbly tweeds and dark cottons. She slid the hangers apart to find a hip-length jacket, nipped in slightly at the waist. The fabric was a gorgeous lustrous satin, shot through with a pattern of lighter blues. It was a color Nancy had always loved, even before she realized that it brought out the blue in her eyes.


As she lifted the jacket off the rack and held it in front of herself, Nancy looked up and saw her reflection in a cheval glass. The jacket set off her red-gold hair perfectly. “Well, it won’t hurt to try it on,” Nancy murmured. “It probably won’t fit, anyway.”


Nancy set down her purse and shrugged off her fleece parka, then took the jacket off its hanger. She slid one arm into the sleeve. The cool satin lining sailed over her skin. Putting her other arm in, she felt the jacket slip effortlessly onto her shoulders. It hugged her slim figure as though it had been tailor-made for her. Pivoting, Nancy saw in the mirror how flattering it was. Nancy felt like a vintage movie star in the jacket.


Nancy took it off quickly. She hadn’t planned to buy anything today, not even something that looked fabulous on her. “I don’t need any more clothes,” Nancy muttered, shoving the hanger back into the jacket. She hung it on the rack with a clatter, scooped up her purse and parka, and hurried toward the front of the store.


She found George in the hallway, admiring herself in a lime green rib-knit sweater and a short orange vinyl skirt with lace tights. “Dig this,” she said with a giggle. “All I need is a ton of mascara, white lipstick, and a long black wig, and I could be a lookalike for early Cher.”


The shop owner turned around from a bureau in the corner. “Try this with it,” she suggested to George, holding out a brightly patterned silk scarf. “The designs on it are totally psychedelic.”


“George, you aren’t thinking of buying that outfit, are you?” Nancy asked, eyebrows raised. “It’s not exactly your style.”


“Maybe not the whole outfit,” George said defensively, draping the scarf around her neck, “but at least the sweater. It’s only ten dollars, and Ada says it’s never even been worn.”


Bess crossed the hall, a few items of clothing draped over her arm. “Ada, I’m taking these into the dressing room,” she announced. “Find anything, Nancy?”


Nancy shrugged. “There’s lots of neat stuff here, but I wasn’t planning to spend any money today.”


“You’ve got to try things on,” George protested. “That’s half the fun—to see yourself duded up. It’s like going through a time warp.”


Nancy recalled seeing herself in the mirror. “I did try on one thing—a blue satin jacket. If it’s still here next time I come, maybe I’ll buy it.”


“How much?” Bess asked.


“I didn’t even look at the price,” Nancy said.


Bess rolled her eyes. “You have more sales resistance than anyone I know, Nan,” she declared as she headed for the dressing cubicle.


“That blue jacket is stunning,” Ada said to Nancy. “Several customers have tried it on, but it was too small for them. If it fits you, you’d better snap it up before someone else does.”


“Yeah, Nan, this isn’t a department store where they have six copies of everything in every size,” George pointed out. “These are one-of-a-kind items. Once a garment is gone, it’s gone.”


Nancy crossed her arms. “But I promised myself I wouldn’t buy anything . . . .”


“At least let me see it on you,” George begged, grabbing Nancy by the elbow. “It’s only fair, since you got to see me in this goofy getup.”


Nancy led George back to the 1940s nook. The blue satin seemed to gleam out from the rack. Her fingers caressed the shimmering fabric as she took the jacket off the rack. Again she slipped it on over her shirt. Behind her, she heard George gasp slightly. “Nan, that is you!” George exclaimed.


Nancy gazed at herself in the mirror. “It really does suit me,” she admitted. “It’s a good color, isn’t it?”


Bess popped her head around a nearby archway. “I was wondering where you two— Oh, Nancy!” she interrupted herself to exclaim. “Where did you find that? It is so excellent!”


“Maybe I should break down and buy it,” Nancy said with a sigh of surrender.


“If you don’t, I’ll never speak to you again,” Bess declared. “I think you were destined to own that jacket, Nancy. There’s something about it . . . .”


• • •


At the Drew home that evening Nancy strode into the living room, pirouetting like a runway model. The Drews’ housekeeper, Hannah Gruen, clapped her hands. “Nancy, I love it!”


Carson Drew, seated in his favorite armchair, cocked his head to one side. “Is that my daughter?” he said in mock surprise. “Nan, you’re a real knockout in that.”


“I’m glad you like it,” Nancy said, tucking her hands into the pockets shyly. “I felt extravagant buying it, but it was only fifty dollars.”


“You’d never get a new jacket like it for that price,” Hannah said, rising to examine the jacket. “Imagine how many years this has been sitting in someone’s closet, not being worn just because it’s ‘out of style.’ But a classic like this never really goes out of style.”


Carson Drew seemed a little skeptical. “Well, it’s definitely retro,” he said. “When was this look originally in style?”


Nancy’s fingers brushed a scrap of paper in one pocket. Curious, she pulled it out. “Maybe this will answer your question,” she said, unfolding it. “Here’s a receipt, dated 1945.”


Her dad took the yellowed receipt from Nancy, and read it. “It’s for a safe-deposit box. Number 49987 at Mohegan Savings and Loan.” He looked up. “Mohegan closed down, didn’t it, Hannah?”


Hannah pursed her lips. “Oh, yes—about twenty years ago, I think.”


Delighted, Nancy took the paper back from her father. “How about that—a piece of history, right there in my pocket! That’s a bonus you wouldn’t get with a new jacket from the mall.”


Nancy refolded the brittle slip of paper and began to tuck it back into her pocket. Her hand struck something hard. She frowned.


“What is it, Nan?” her father asked.


“There’s something else here, too.” Nancy grasped a lump in the pocket seam. Her fingertips pressed against it, exploring the flat, two-inch-long object—disc-shaped at one end, a shaft at the other.


“It’s a key!”
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More Than Meets the Eye


“A key?” Carson Drew looked intrigued. “A key to what?”


“I can’t get it out of the pocket,” Nancy said, fumbling with the key. “It seems to be stuck inside the seam.”


“Take off the jacket and turn that pocket inside out,” Hannah Gruen said briskly, rising to fetch her sewing box. “Maybe a key got trapped inside a hole in the pocket. We can fish it out, then sew the pocket back up.”


Nancy took off the jacket and turned the satin pocket inside out. “I don’t see any hole,” she said. “But there are extra stitches here, as if someone had mended the pocket already.”


Hannah took the jacket from Nancy and peered closely at the seam. “Big ragged stitches, too—as if they were made by someone who didn’t know how to sew or had bad eyesight or was in a hurry. The thread is a different color from the jacket,” she observed. She whisked out a tiny steel hook and began to prick the stitches apart. “Polyester thread—not good old-fashioned silk, like the original. This was definitely sewn more recently than 1945.”


“I’ll bet that key isn’t there by accident,” Nancy said. “It looks as if someone sewed it into the pocket deliberately, doesn’t it, Hannah?”


Hannah dug her fingers into the opened seam and pushed out the tip of the flat shape. She grabbed it with her fingertips and extracted a small brass key, holding it up for Nancy and her father to see.


Carson Drew stood up to get a closer look. “It looks like the type of key used on safe-deposit boxes,” he said.


“Then it must match the receipt!” Nancy said triumphantly.


“Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Mr. Drew cautioned. “If we hadn’t also found that receipt, maybe the idea of a safe-deposit box wouldn’t have crossed my mind. There could be several other uses for a key of this size.”


Nancy took the key from Hannah. “But suppose someone left the receipt here along with the key as a clue to what the key was for? It’s far-fetched, but . . .”


Her father smiled. “I know you love a mystery, Nancy,” he said, “and you’re as good a detective as anyone I know. But don’t go imagining new cases where there are none. We have a key, and we have an old safe-deposit slip, for a bank that’s gone out of business. The lock that this key once fit may not even exist anymore. And even if it does, it’s probably not part of anything significant.”


“Okay, okay,” Nancy grudgingly agreed. “But I can’t help wondering about it. A key without a lock is like a question without an answer. I just wish I knew, that’s all.”


• • •


“Ada will be surprised to see us back so soon,” Bess remarked early the next afternoon as the three girls got out of Nancy’s Mustang in front of the Telltale Heart.


“Remember, we’re not here to buy anything,” George warned her cousin. “You spent enough money yesterday.”


The boutique owner, Ada Charriez, met the girls in the doorway of the blue bungalow. “Those cameos haven’t come in yet,” she told Bess. “Try again on Saturday.”


“We didn’t come about the cameos. It’s about this coat,” Nancy said, spreading her arms to display her satiny jacket. Her instincts told her not to mention the receipt and the key yet.


Ada frowned. “Was there anything wrong with it? It fits you like a dream. And it’s in great condition, for a piece that old.”


“No problem,” Nancy reassured her. She tugged on the sleeves. “I just love it so much, I hoped you’d have some matching pieces.”


Ada stared at the jacket, trying to remember. “A couple of weeks ago I got a ton of stuff from a secondhand dealer. Most of it was from the forties. I’m not sure, but I think I remember taking that jacket out of a cardboard box in that batch. Want to see some of the rest of that stuff?”


“Yes, please,” Bess said eagerly, and Ada led them back to the 1940s nook. “There was a quilted-velvet dressing gown in a beautiful emerald green,” she said, hunting through the racks, “but I think that’s already been sold. There were several gabardine suits in the box, I recall. And look here.” She pulled up a pair of cream-colored linen blouses, both embroidered with a monogram in pale lavender. She held them up against Nancy’s jacket.


“Those are lovely,” Nancy said, fingering the fine linen. “Do you suppose they were from the same owner?”


“No telling for sure,” Ada said. “They’re similar in style and size, though. If I had to make a guess, I’d say yes. They’d go great with that jacket. Add these and you’d have a perfect outfit.” She lifted a hanger with a pair of fawn-colored trousers. “They’re part cashmere.”


As George stroked the trousers, her eyes lit up. “Wow, I’ve never felt wool this soft.”


“Is that from the same box?” Nancy asked Ada.


Ada shook her head. “No, I picked those up at a garage sale last weekend. But they’re from the same era.”


“Do you get a lot of your merchandise at garage sales?” Bess wondered.
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